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Food Costs in the North 


I should like to make some observations on the importance of Native 


hunting and fishing to the food needs of Natives in the Canadian North. 


It is very easy for Government officials in Ottawa to underestimate 
its importance because this sector is virtually completely unrecorded 
as an economic activity. Also there is little or no contact with 


this activity by most southerners including Government officials. 


Fortunately I have been able to unearth various sources of informa- 
tion which will serve to illustrate why I believe the native hunting, 
fishing economy should receive major attention in any commentary on 


EOCGUECOSES in the North. 


We do not have comprehensive records of hunting activity as an 
element in the native economy across the whole Canadian North 
although such source work as the Inuit Land Use and Occupancy 
Project for the Inuit-occupied areas should dispel any doubts on 


the interest of the large majority of Inuit in this activity. 


However, as a follow-up to the Alaskan Land Claim a comprehensive 
study on Federal Programs and Alaska Natives was undertaken for the 
U.S. Department of Interior and, I think, many of the facts thev have 
produced are directly relevant to the Canadian North. I draw this 


information from '"(c) Report Federal Programs and Alaska Natives 


Task III, A Survey of Natives’ Views", 1974. 


The first aspect of this work was to discover what Alaskan Natives 


were involved in. They found that "While many Natives have moved 
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from Native villages to cities and other non-Native places, this 
migration has been neither as extensive nor as recent as is often 
supposed. Two thirds of Natives in Alaska reside in Native 


villages. Three quarters of respondents in small and medium sized 


villages still get half or more of their food by subsistence activities. 


Even ih large Native villages and non-Native places, the proportion 
of Natives obtaining food in this way is substantial". "Involvement 


in Native life goes further than these indicators". 


In discussing priorities and problems they comment "residents of 
small and medium villages most frequently name hunting and fishing 
as the aspect of village life they like best. And no other problem 
facing Natives elicited such extensive replies as these dealing 
with the future of subsistence activity". Further on "subsistence 
activity is both the most necessary and time-consuming aspect of 
traditional Native life and also the most widely recognized symbol 
of this life". 

The following table taken from their report provides an indication 


of its importance: 


% of families getting degrees Small Large Non-Native 
of food by Subsistence Village Village Centre 
Activity 

Most 44 24 9 

Half 31 39 18 

Little To “5 47 

None 6 iW 26 

100 100 100 


I just wish we had similar data on the Canadian North. This data 
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Further reading on the Native point of view such as "Report on 
Subsistence and the Conservation of the Yupik Life-Style'* by 
Yupiktek Bista, for example, emphasizes the genuine need for "some 
meaningful combination of the two cultures".."always our lives 


depend upon things in both worlds". 


They point out the polarization of thinking on the Native economy 


which is so easy to accept. 


"Tt may seem unnecessary to discuss the first two options - of 
returning to our original ways or becoming completely assimilated. 
However, virtually all planning and policy making related to our 
region is done, knowingly or unknowingly, in the context of the 


first two extreme options". 


Turning our attention to the Canadian North one can see direct 
parallels: a large dependence on local food sources by the Native 
sector, and policies devoted primarily to non-renewable resource 
exploitation, the wage economy and imported goods and services. 


- 


From my report "Measurement of Incomes in the Yukon and N.W.T." I 


put together the following statistics: 


Percentage 
of Native Earned Income from the Subsistence sector, N.W.T. 
Fort Smith Region 31.44 44.87 
Inuvik Region 2454h 29.42 
Keewatin Region 30.47 30.42% 
Baffin Region 38.42 48.47 
All Communities Native Dominated Communities 


*Yukon Delta in Alaska. 


! (i) oa . ; . 
; : . : ; " ; r i a 
a yD Sse RLY aed vie ® farmer ep 
t Sa 2% a2 PF aia pAV LO DPOQ ONES Ree ed Ho yatbaes Is 
: { Tire t= Eat 
[ rotopayv1reendd: Gat Git 7 
! v4 Pe \ y ele | poset a \¥ 


‘ 
‘ A 
t+ {4 ] onra 
' 
a ’ 7 - mt 
C 
r 
‘ . 4 r 
. ed ti ' es ys . > 
‘ 4 / 4 oo at be re ww ll ee HN “ if Fe fl 
‘ ¢ é 4 ee " 
. i nye) ay : fi ha 2 
a os a sa wow a hee se 
g ’ , + f i 
. Pk om H ow ‘ 
5 f , rf 
4 q ty 4 
: 1 i ie 
| t 7 Li 
¥ i 
r 
< f / : i 4 
’ f bd ok - ’ 1 i 
7] : 
f 4 * ys 2 
7) 
; ; { ) ial 
j 
‘ : ‘ vy , j ‘ y 
s i = hy add G ¢ " a +d ie 
\ q ; 
Le - ip 
4 b . Y 
4 t ‘ = ar 
f > , 4 mn net. an . an y sae ne) 
Ricaet nt hates — oe Peyote - » 
“ — i - - * * nen ’ 4m ae nal we _ < sy *) 
oe ok ae mete ' Mngente owe ; " t , , sig re en) 
Ss F oi} = 
f oe ; 
we ‘A 4 a,“ rye bean . \* ne, ty 
en ies 4th Ms ee! es a 


i ne: oe ee Te 
| , an ie noluedl norm 
| > “Sehgal 


_ 
By 
2 


Z = 


® ane a bs as 1 3 ; _ a 
cas oe oes Taras 
r * i : 7 : 


oad 


The numbers indicate very similar patterns to the Alaskan Native 
economy. We can conclude that hunting and fishing continue to_be the 


“~aw 


single most important activity of northern Natives. 

So what does this have to do with the subject at hand? A great deal. 
It is easy to slip into believing that there are only two extremes: 
either total adoption of white ways, or fossilisation of the old 
traditional ways. By thinking in these terms one inevitably rejects 
the subsistence sector. Health problems related to poor nutrition 
among the native population are due as much to the unavailability 
of native foods, which are extremely nutritious as to the price of 
fresh imported goods. Fresh imported foods lin the north are very 
difficult to obtain because of its remoteness and the difficulties 

of transportation. Besides which they are beyond the means of 

most Natives. These factors will be with us for many years. Clearly 
we should study very carefully the possibility of improving the 
delivery of local produce before assuming that imports are all that 


is available. Furthermore in doing this we will be helping a local 


productive sector. 


Might I digress here on the subject of development and the role of 


local production. There has been a revolution in economic thought 
in the last few years on the subject of development. Largely in 


response to the disastrous impact on many under developed countries 
of policies of industrialization, resulting in starvation, excessive 
rural depopulation and plain corruption, there has been a tremendous 
swing over to efforts to improve agricultural methods and food 


production in general, in keeping with accepted social norms. In 
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Canada I think the PEI Development Plan was in advance of its time 

in its rejection of industrialization in favour of improved farming 
techniques. Similarly the northern Native people are demanding 
attention to their present way of life. Yet our response to the very 
real problem of lack of adequate foods in the North is one of welfare 


solutions: more imports, subsidized goods. 
TT 


This should be the very last solution, the starvation-emergency 


crisis solution. 


I have undertaken a very preliminary examination of what could be 
done to help in this area of subsistence activity. Basically, there 
have been numerous efforts to help Natives hunt. However, one which 
most interests me is the attempts to start trade in hunted goods. 
This could provide the opportunity to bring this activity out of a 
"Stone-Age" organizational framework to a modern basis. antes 
working for cash on pipeline work, Government work or whatever should 
be able to purchase hunted produce if they want. Hunters should be 
able to trade their hunted produce on a cash basis if they want and 
this would in turn raise their living standards. This provides the 
synthesis of the two worlds, the same way that agriculture complements 


industry so hunting would complement ‘the wage sector.* 

However, I understand that there are numerous difficulties in 
liberating this activity from the "traditional mold" and that many of 
Et eS A A CC A nn ED 


these difficulties stem from Government restrictions. 


*The operation would, of course, be on a “sustained yield' basis’ 
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Looking to the future, with the prospect of Native people increasingly 
being involved in a mixture. of economic activities in the North, 

yet still retaining their attachment to Native values, one can foresee 
the increased need to trade in hunted produce. Our approaches to 
date, at worst, are to put down the future of this highly important 


activity, or at best, to ignore its future entirely. 


I think the most appropriate course of action at this juncture is 


to seriously examine the artificial restrictions to trade in native 
ee ee ee Ce eee eed 
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produce, with a view to liberating this activity from its present - 
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"Stone Age” mold. 
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